Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Arrington Student Writing Award Winners

Leonard J. Arrington Mormon History Lectures

2015

Mormon Feminism among the Early Saints
Camilla Anderson

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/arrington_stwriting
Part of the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons

Recommended Citation
Anderson, Camilla, "Mormon Feminism among the Early Saints" (2015). Arrington Student Writing Award
Winners. Paper 16.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/arrington_stwriting/16

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by
the Leonard J. Arrington Mormon History Lectures at
DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Arrington Student Writing Award Winners by
an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@USU.
For more information, please contact
digitalcommons@usu.edu.

Running head: MORMON FEMINISM AMONG THE EARLY SAINTS

Mormon Feminism among the Early Saints
Arrington Lecture Essay
Camilla Anderson
Utah State University

12/11/2015

1

MORMON FEMINISM AMONG THE EARLY SAINTS

2

	
  

Synopsis
Leonard J. Arrington Mormon History Lecture
Sept 24, 2015
Dr. Quincy D. Newell

Dr. Newell begins her lecture by explaining that her interest in Jane Manning James was
sparked by the discovery that in all of the accounts written about Jane, she was unable to find
one that addressed slavery or the status of free slaves in the United States. When Dr. Newell
decided to write a book about African American pioneers, Jane popped up everywhere. Where
was this popularity coming from and why were so many parts of Jane’s life that may have been
deemed as controversial being left out of these accounts? During the lecture Dr. Newell gave an
in depth view of the history of Jane’s life while answering two poignant questions: First, why the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) has left out many details in their
accounts of Jane? Second, and most importantly, why Jane’s sudden popularity after almost a
century of silence?
Jane Manning’s story begins in Connecticut where she was born to a mother who had
previously been a slave. Jane joined a local Christian church but later converted to the LDS faith
when she met missionaries. In 1843 Jane and the rest of the Manning family walked from
Connecticut to Nauvoo, Iowa where Jane recognized Joseph Smith from a vision where she had
previously seen him. Jane was a woman of extraordinary spiritual experiences. She believed she
had the gift of healing and was said to have healed herself and others without the power of the
priesthood. Jane spoke in ‘tongues’ or what is known as ‘glossolalia,’ and was known in her
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community to have visions. According to Newell members of the LDS faith accepted Jane’s
experiences as authentic.
Jane married Isaac James, another free African American, who was also a convert to the
LDS faith. The couple worked for Brigham Young and in 1848 they traveled to Utah. Jane and
Isaac later were divorced after Isaac ran away with a white fortuneteller. Jane desired temple
privileges; she told members of the Quorum of the Twelve that Emma Smith had offered to
allow her to be sealed to the family as one of the Smiths children. At the time Emma had offered
Jane had refused sighting personal reasons. The Quorum of the Twelve agreed to allow Jane to
be sealed to the Smith family as a servant and only by proxy, meaning that Jane could not enter
the temple. This was not enough for Jane, she continued to write letters and ask for a
reconsideration of her case.
For nearly a century Jane’s story remained a miniscule detail in the pages of Mormon
history. In 1979 an article was published shortly after the announcement that African Americans
would be allowed to receive the priesthood, the article was entitled Jane Manning James: Black
Saint 1847. Dr. Newell claims that this article was the beginning of the LDS church using Jane to
legitimate their claims that Joseph Smith was not a racist and that the LDS church has always
been excepting of African Americans.
The 1979 article did little to explain what it was like to be a free African American in the
19th century. Instead it focused on Jane as being the perfect example of the LDS ideal of
femininity. Dr. Newell believes that Jane was de-sexed and made to be “mammy like.” Few of
Jane’s experiences of speaking in tongues, miraculous healings, and visions were mentioned in
the text. Dr. Newell implied that these experiences were left out because this was no longer the
face the LDS church preferred to present. Despite these adaptations to Jane’s story her popularity
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has continued to skyrocket. She has been depicted in several films made by the LDS church
where she appears to have a very close relationship with Joseph Smith. Newell explained that
Jane herself depicted this in her letters and accounts of her time with the Smith family.
Newell ends her lecture by asking the poignant question, “What might these narratives
look like if her (Jane’s) story was told in all its messy details?” What would be the consequences
of members in the LDS faith looking at Joseph Smith as someone who was comfortable with
racial inequality? What if her life was depicted as other than a sanitized acceptable role model
for Mormon femininity? Possibly the result would be a more accurate picture of the life of an
early African American convert in the history of the LDS church.
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Mormon Feminism among the Early Saints
Dr. Newell concluded her lecture and the audience applauded loudly for several minutes.
They then began to slip out of their pews and crowd around her creating a buzz with their excited
chatter. Dr. Newell’s lecture on the life story of Jane Manning James, one of the first African
American converts to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, had been tinged with
controversy. According to Dr. Newel the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day (LDS Church) had
cut, pasted, and sanitized pieces of Jane’s life story in order to create the image that best fit their
agenda.
This sanitized image of Jane might be identified as the picture perfect Mormon
woman of color living in the early days of the LDS church. Dr. Newel claimed to give an
accurate and unbiased portrayal of Jane, leaving her life story whole, in all its messy details. The
lecture had been thought provoking. If Jane’s story had been abridged in this manner, were there
other histories of prominent Mormon women receiving the same treatment? If so, when had the
LDS church begun to abridge these stories and to what purpose?
These became my research questions as I began to explore the stories of Mormon
pioneer women. The further I got into my research the more surprised I was at the number of
women who had had similar experiences to Jane’s. Speaking in tongues, receiving visions, and
giving blessings seemed to be fairly common for Mormon women living in the early days of the
LDS church. Further research showed that during the 1960s and 1970s, decades during which the
feminist movement was at its height in the United States, many books were published by Deseret
Book, a corporation owned by the LDS church, showcasing prominent female members of the
Latter-day Saint community. The depictions of these women were faithful, feminine, matronly,
and well cared for by their priesthood leaders. Little mention was given to the strong leadership
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roles these women played in the organization of the LDS church, their participation in priesthood
ordinances, their activist work in revolutionizing political and social movements for women, or
their ability to receive revelation through visions and speaking in tongues.
In the early days of the LDS church many viewed Mormonism as being oppressive to
women. During the 1856 elections, a piece of the Republican platform read, "…to prohibit in the
territories those twin relics of barbarism, polygamy, and slavery.” In spite of their polygamist
status being viewed as “barbarism,” early Mormon women tended to be revolutionary for their
time. In 1870 women in Utah were among the first to be allowed to vote. Later this right was
revoked by Congress in an attempt to end polygamy but was restored in 1895 when the right to
vote for women was written into the constitution. After the end of Polygamy in 1890 the
Women’s Mountain Suffrage Conference was held in Salt Lake City. Among the speakers were
Susan B. Anthony and Anne Howard Shaw, both prominent members of the women’s suffrage
movement.
Besides being active in the women’s suffrage movement, Latter-day Saint women
were progressive in other ways. LDS women were writing about a Heavenly Mother 50 years
before the idea of a woman god was popularized in Cady Stanton’s “The Women’s Bible.”
Brigham Young, the second prophet of the LDS church, sent women to medical school away
from home in the upper Midwestern and Eastern states. LDS woman were running their own
newspaper, The Woman’s Exponent, which published many feminist columns and news on the
women’s suffrage movement.
One of the outstanding feminists of LDS history was Eliza R. Snow. Because of her
prominent position in the LDS church as the President of the Relief Society her experiences are
well documented. Eliza R. Snow and Jane Manning James have many similarities in their stories.
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Both Eliza and Jane spoke in tongues, both received visions, both received revelation quite
frequently, and I believe Dr. Newell would agree, that both have had their stories modified and
adjusted by LDS church historians to fit the idea of Mormon femininity. The greatest differences
between the stories of Jane and Eliza are their races. Because of slavery in the United States, and
the race discrimination that went on within the LDS church, their lives were very different.
Eliza R. Snow was the Born Jan. 21, 1804 in Beckett, MA. Eliza converted to the LDS
faith in 1835 and on June 29, 1842 she was sealed to Joseph Smith. During that same year she
became the second General Relief Society President. After the Death of Joseph Smith on Oct. 4,
1844 she became the plural wife of Brigham Young.
Eliza is noted for her belief that she and other Latter-day Saint women held the
priesthood as part of their spiritual gifts. We learn from the Nov. 15, 1878 issue of the Woman’s
Exponent, that Joseph Smith gave a lecture to the Relief Society explaining the idea that spiritual
gifts were for women as well as men. Eliza R. Snow wrote in her synopsis of his remarks:
No matter who believeth, these signs, such as healing the sick, casting out devils, etc.,
should follow all that believe, whether male or female. He asked the Society if they could
not see by this sweeping promise, that wherein they are ordained, if it is the privilege of
those set apart to administer in that authority, which is conferred on them; and if the
sisters should have faith to heal the sick, let all hold their tongues, and let everything roll
on…. Respecting females administering for the healing of the sick, he further remarked,
there could be no evil in it, if God gave his sanction by healing; that there could be no
more sin in any female laying hands on and praying for the sick, than in wetting the face
with water; it is no sin for anybody to administer that has faith, or if the sick have faith to
be healed by their administration (Women and the Priesthood 281-282).
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Eliza R. Snow’s support of women practicing the priesthood inspired other women to
believe they had healing powers. Eliza Jane Merick, wrote to a family member of healing her
sister writing, “I anointed her chest with the oil you consecrated, and also gave her some
inwardly….She continued very ill all the evening: her breath very short and the fever very high. I
again anointed her chest in the name of the Lord and asked His blessing; he was graciously
pleased to hear me, and in the course of twenty-four hours, she was as well as if nothing had
been the matter” (Dialogue: a journal of Mormon thought. Linda K. Newell, The Historical
Relationship of Mormon Women and Priesthood, 80)
According to Linda K. Newell and Valeen Tippetts Avery, co-authors of the article
“Sweet Council and Seas of Tribulation: The Religious Life of Women in Kirtland,” published in
BYU Studies (Winter 1980:151-62), pioneer Mormon women were practicing the healing of the
sick quite openly. When Eliza R. Snow became the president of the relief society she started
having “blessing meetings.” These meetings, open to all, were very effective in healing the sick
and building the faith of those who attended. During these meetings miracles were often said to
have taken place. Eliza R. Snow writes in her journal of one meeting that took place on January
1, 1847, “Thro’ our belv’d mother Chase and sister Clarissa Decker by the gift of tongues, to
describe the scene would be beyond my power.” Often during these meetings the attendees
would experience speaking in tongues, miraculous healings, and prophecies. Of another blessing
meeting Emily Partridge records that Eliza R. Snow,
…insisted on my speaking in tongues so I complied, but I am not in favor of making
much of that gift. The devil is apt to poke his nose in where there is tongues, especially
among the inexperienced. And I do hope the sisters will be wise and not suffer
themselves to get into a muddle, but seek those gifts that are most profitable to all. When
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we speak in our own tongue, we know what we say. Yet the gift of tongues is one of the
gifts of the gospel, but should not be trifled with (Spirit Sisters 120).
As if speaking in tongues and performing miraculous healings were not revolutionary
enough, Eliza R. Snow wrote strong feminist sentiments into poetry. One famous hymn still used
by the LDS church speaks of a “Heavenly Mother,” an unheard of concept in her time. Eliza
believed that just as a son grows up to be like his father, a daughter grows up to be like her
mother. One poem she wrote allows us to believe that Eliza concluded that one day she would be
like her Heavenly Mother to some degree. She wrote:
What we experience here, is but a school. Wherein the Ruled will be prepared to Rule.
The secret and the key, the spring the soul. Of rule—of government, is self control.
Clothed with the beauties purity reflects th’ acknowledg’d glory of the other sex. From
life’s crude dross and rubbish, will come forth. By weight of character—by strength of
work; and thro’ obedience, Woman will obtain the power of reigning, and the right to
reign (Women and the Priesthood 64).
If women of the early church were excessively progressive for their day, how have
Mormon women, over time, come to be considered relics of conservative traditionalism?
Armand L. Mauss explains this phenomenon of Mormon assimilation and retrenchment in, The
Angel and the Beehive: The Mormon Struggle with Assimilation. Mauss believes that the LDS
church first spent time trying to assimilate into American Protestantism after their long era of
persecution. Mauss identifies this period as lasting into the early 1960s. Later, in order to retain
their identity, the LDS church began a retrenchment process, setting themselves apart from other
Christian traditions by identifying their unique doctrines. Some of these unique views included
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the belief in the sacredness of the family, their preference that women are homemakers and play
a more traditional role, and the expectation that young men serve two-year voluntary missions.
Another way we identify this retrenchment movement is in the literature the church
produced during the late 1960s and 70s. During this time western societies were experiencing the
women’s liberation movement. This was the era of the mini skirt and the Equal Rights
Amendment. For the first time women on a large scale were supporting each other in making the
choice to work outside the home. Free love and “Bond Girls” were ruling Hollywood while
Berkeley physiologists were finding gender roles to be unimportant.
Books published by Deseret Book, such as “Remarkable Stories from the Lives of Latterday Saint Women” and “When Faith tells the Story” represent the previous radical feminist
pioneer women to be strong but demure housewives who clung to their roles as priesthood
supporting matrons. Youth programs were introduced such as the Merry Miss program that
taught young women homemaking skills. Everything from conservative clothing styles and
haircuts for young men to modest and feminine clothing for young women were suggested in the
Improvement Era, an LDS magazine. These suggestions presented a culture that would become
more and more uniquely Mormon.
Harold B. Lee, prophet of the LDS church from 1972-1973 said, “The most important of
the Lord's work you will ever do will be the work you do within the walls of your own home
(Strengthening the Home 7).” President Lee encouraged women to stay home with their children.
In 1976 the LDS church came out in open opposition of the Equal Rights Amendment. Though
some may criticize the LDS church for being unable to live up to their progressive history,
Armand Mauss sees this retrenchment as a way the LDS church was able to hold onto their
identity.
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The loud applause that Dr. Newell received at the end of her lecture suggested that she is
only one of many women who would like to see the LDS church give a more accurate
description of Mormon pioneer women. Books such as “Paradox: a History of Mormon Culture”
“Sisters in Spirit” and “Women and Authority: Re-Emerging Mormon Feminism” are a call
written by women for more accuracy and attention to detail from LDS church historians when
telling the stories of early female saints. These authors hope that through the voices of the
women of the past, a new generation of Mormon women will be empowered by an accurate
picture of their heritage.
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